Epidemiology of latex sensitization and allergies in health care workers.
Although it is often claimed that health care workers are at increased risk of latex sensitization and type I allergies, there has been no systematic analysis of the epidemiologic studies that are relevant to this conclusion. A systematic analysis of the epidemiologic literature found that, in the past 14 years, there have been 48 epidemiologic studies of type I latex allergy among health care workers. Of these, 2 cohort studies estimated the incidence of latex sensitization by skin prick testing at between 1% and 2.5% per year. Neither compared the risk to that in the general population. The prevalence of sensitization in health care workers varied between 0% and 30%, yet this large variation was unexplained. Increased risk of sensitization was not clearly associated with the duration of work in health care, the time spent wearing latex gloves, the frequency of exposure, the specific job categories, the use of powdered versus nonpowdered latex gloves, the use of latex versus nonlatex gloves, or any measurements of ambient exposure to latex proteins. The epidemiologic studies do not support a conclusion that health care workers are at clearly increased risk of latex sensitization or type I allergies compared to other occupations in the United States. The role of latex gloves in causing latex sensitization and type I allergic symptoms remains poorly defined because of the inconsistent results across studies. Future epidemiologic studies are needed that include measured exposures to latex antigens, that compare health care workers to appropriate referent groups, and that address confounding by atopy, age, sex, and race.